THE  SPANISH  WAR
nomination of General Varela to command the columns
marching on Toledo, and the hurried constitution of
a Press office at Talavera de la Reina, changed entirely
the face of things, and such personal and unaccompanied
trips to the front—with their risks, but with their advan-
tages—as we had been able to make at Merida, Badajoz,
Talavera, and Maqueda, were soon officially banned
and became In practice very rare and difficult.
To relieve Toledo, General Varela, now in command of
the expeditionary force under General Franco, had to
turn half right from Maqueda and strike for the banks of
the Tagus, there distant some 45 miles from the main
Madrid  road.   It was  hazardous  because, though the
road from Avila to Talavera through the Puerto del Pico
had been seized, the foothills of the Gredos were still
strongly held by the Reds, who also controlled all the
upper waters of the Alberche and had scattered detach-
ments all along his line of march, holding villages barely
three thousand yards from his sole lines of communication.
I have spoken on the question of these tactics both with
General Franco, who ordered them, and General Varela,
who carried them out.   Both declared bluntly that the
whole march was fantastically wrong from the text-book
point of view.   Both of them, however, defended the
action they took, on the ground of the imperative necessity
to capture Toledo, and on the ground that at that moment
they were dealing with enemy forces which were badly
led and which were incapable of taking the initiative
and  manoeuvring.   To  such  a   clumsy foe  they were
opposing the best troops of Spain and troops accustomed
to taking risks.
On my way from Burgos to the southern front, I drove
over the Pico pass and found that I was the first journalist
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